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Florida feels whirlwind 


BY ZACHARY T. SAMPSON 


E Reality began sinking in with 
the ban on travel from Europe. 


E Cancellations of festivals and 
sports events raised awareness 
that the situation was dire. 


E Floridians are left wondering 
about next blow from the virus. 


Times Staff Writer 


Routine left us suddenly. 
It disappeared with a buzz in our pocket, 


and then another, and then another because 


in the 24 hours when coronavirus erased 
America’s plans, everything was BREAKING. 

Travel from Europe went first, or at least 
some of it, President Donald Trump’s flat voice 
belying the unfolding drama from the White 
House. Then came the National Basketball 


Association season, suspended indefinitely, 


foretold by an empty court in Oklahoma City 

where the announcer was strangely subdued. 
“Fans,” he said, “due to unforeseen cir- 

cumstances, the game tonight has been 


postponed.” 

Unforeseen circumstances turned out to 
be COVID-19, the flu-like disease at the cen- 
ter of a global pandemic, now spreading 
in the United States and forcing organiz- 
ers to call off the big plans that bring peo- 
ple together. For the next few weeks at least, 
together is going to be too risky. Better to stay 
out of spitting distance from coughing and 
sneezing neighbors. 

March Madness in Tampa was going to 
happen without fans, and now won’t at all. 
Multiple schools in the Tampa Bay area 
closed. The National Hockey League will 
take a break. Spring Training is suspended, 


just as quickly as it came. Opening Day is 
pushed back at least two weeks. The jets will 
not roar at Tampa Bay AirFest, but the Indy- 
Cars will race at the Firestone Grand Prix in 
St. Petersburg — with no admirers to stand 
and holler as the rumble reaches their chests. 
Golf’s Valspar Championship was canceled, 
as were all PGA Tour tournaments through 
the Texas Open, which was scheduled for 
April 2-5. 

The next few weeks, in sum, are canceled. 
Whatever isn’t likely will go on without an 
audience. This is what doctors call social dis- 
tancing, a cumbersome term for what is more 
like a ripping away of the tablecloth on which 


a Florida tradition packed up and bused out 


See CORONAVIRUS, 11A 
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The streets Thursday were ready for racing, but the grandstands will remain empty at the Firestone Grand Prix of St. Petersburg. 


PANDEMIC UPDATES 


Sen. Scott to 
self-isolate after 
possible exposure 


Florida Republican Sen. Rick Scott 
announced Thursday that he will 
self-quarantine after having possi- 
ble contact with Brazilian President 
Jair Bolsonaro’s press secretary, 
Fabio Wajngarten, during a meet- 
ing in Florida this week. Wajngarten 
also posed for a photo with Presi- 
dent Donald Trump during his visit 
to Florida. “My office was alerted 
today by the Brazilian Embassy that 
amember of President Bolsonaro’s 
delegation tested positive for coro- 
navirus,” Scott said. “On Monday, 

| met with the president in Miami, 
and while | do not believe | inter- 
acted with the infected person, that 
individual was in the same room as 
me. The embassy said the person 
had no symptoms leading up to or 
the day of the conference.” Scott, 
67, said he is showing no symp- 
toms of infection. 


Disney, Universal 
to close parks 


Walt Disney World and Universal 
Orlando Resort are shutting the 
doors Sunday and will remain 
closed through the end of the 
month, the companies announced 
Thursday night. Universal CityWalk 
will remain open. Page 10A 


Event cancellations 


They include March Madness, 
spring training, the NHL, Hunahpu’s 
Day, Tampa's River o’ Green St. 
Patrick’s Day fest, Tampa's AirFest, 
and some bay area schools. We list 
the 10 big cancellations on Page 
10A, and there's also a compre- 
hensive listing at tampabay.com/ 
coronavirus. 


RACE IS ON, 


WITHOUT YOU 


Mayor Kriseman 
bars spectators at 
the Grand Prix of 
St. Petersburg. 


BY JOSH SOLOMON AND MATT BAKER 
Times Staff Writers 


ST. PETERSBURG — The Fire- 
stone Grand Prix of St. Petersburg 
is still scheduled to run this week- 
end, but it will do so in front of 
empty grandstands, for a televi- 
sion audience only. 

A mayoral decree, made Thurs- 
day in the name of public safety 
in the face of the global corona- 
virus pandemic, bars spectators 
from the event. Those hoping to 
take in IndyCar with their senses 
will have to rely on only their ears 
to catch the high-pitched buzz of 
the machines as they zip through 
downtown. 

The duality of a fan-free race 
weekend began to play out 
Thursday afternoon around the 
1.8-mile street course. 

While crew members from 
IndyCar Series powerhouse Team 
Penske tinkered with their cars in 
the paddock, another Team Pen- 
ske crew had a much different job 
a few hundred yards away: pack- 
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St. Petersburg Mayor Rick Kriseman announced Thursday 
that because of concerns over the coronavirus pandemic, this 
weekend's Firestone Grand Prix of St. Petersburg would be 
televised but that no spectators would be allowed to attend. 


ing up merchandise. With no fans 
allowed to attend, no one will be 
around to buy T-shirts or hats. 

“T think there isn’t one per- 
son that’s standing behind me 
that wouldn’t love to be sitting in 
the stands watching that green 
flag fly,’ St. Petersburg Mayor 
Rick Kriseman said at a Thurs- 
day afternoon news confer- 
ence, flanked by a number of city 


and race officials. “But that isn’t 
where we find ourselves today.” 

Where they found themselves 
on Thursday was a far different 
place from where they were just 
24 hours earlier. 

On Wednesday morning, Krise- 
man and Grand Prix officials 
said they planned to hold the 
16th annual event as scheduled, 
See PRIX, 10A 


STUNNER 
AS STOCKS 
CRASH 10% 


The stock market Thursday had its biggest drop 
since the Black Monday crash of 1987 as fears of 
economic fallout from the coronavirus pandemic 
deepened. The Dow industrials plunged more 
than 2,300 points, or10 percent. 


RICHARD DREW | Associated Press 
Trader Michael Milano works the floor on 
a wild day of trading Thursday at the New 
York Stock Exchange. 


Travelers 
scramble to 
adjust plans, 
find options 


Floridians find wedding trip 
woes and expensive airfare 
losses without refunds. 


BY CHRISTOPHER SPATA 
Times Staff Writer 

Ryan McGee and Gretchen Lehman booked 
the little Italian villa just outside of Rome nearly 
a year ago. It was to be the venue for the Tampa 
couple’s April 4 destination wedding. 

Now it, and just about everything else, is can- 
celed because of the coronavirus pandemic. The 
wedding’s 70 or so guests all had to cancel their 
flights and vacation plans. 

“Tt’s been slowly and surely coming to this for 
the past week,” McGee said, “but with basically 
the entire country of Italy shut down, and then 
the travel ban, basically the decision was made 
for us.” 

McGee and Lehman were able to get their 
flights refunded, but whether or not they’ll 
get their money back for the venue and their 
wedding vendors is up in the air. Said McGee: 
“Maybe we'll get a credit, and go to renew our 
vows in five years or something like that.” 

Now they’re scrambling to organize a new 
wedding in Tampa as soon as possible. But the 
See TRAVEL, 11A 
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